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ABSTRACT
Rita Flanagan Elander Interpersonal Communication
The Effects o f  Age and Sex on Proxemic Behavior in Same-Sex Dyads
Directo r :  Dr. Duane tersen
The research reported in th is  paper has to do wi th the nonverbal 
area-of communication known as personal space - -  tha t  area surrounding 
ind iv idua ls  which cannot be invaded without causing discomfor t,  
antagonism or f l i g h t ,  unless, of  course, both ind iv idua ls  have agreed 
on a c loser pos i t ion ing fo r  a spec i f ic  reason. Personal space has 
been shown to vary from race to race, cu l tu re  to c u l tu re ,  and has 
also been shown to vary in the areas o f  age and sex.
In th is  study, t ra ined observers observed and recorded measurements 
o f  spa t ia l  behavior by same-sex dyads o f  three and four year old 
ch i ld ren ,  and same-sex dyads o f  young adul t  col lege students. A l l  
subjects were engaged in the same a c t i v i t y ,  and were observed fo r  
approximately the same length o f  time.
I t  was hypothesized tha t  the three and four year old dyads would 
in te ra c t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more c lose ly  to each other than the young adul t 
dyads, and tha t  female dyads would in te rac t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more 
c lose ly  than male dyads. These hypotheses were derived from previous 
research in many areas.
Support was obtained fo r  the f i r s t  hypothesis. Age showed a 
s t a t i s t i c a l  main e f fe c t .  Sex, however, was not a s ig n i f i c a n t  fac to r .  
This was due in part to the s ig n i f i c a n t  in te rac t ion  e f fe c t  found 
between age and sex.
Further research was suggested to more c le a r ly  document develop­
mental stages o f  spat ial -norm acqu is i t ion .
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V i r t u a l l y  everything man is 
and does is  associated with 
the experience o f  space.
--Edward Hall
Theory and research from a va r ie ty  o f  d isc ip l ines  and viewpoints 
a t te s t  to a growing re a l iza t io n  that human communication is  accomplished 
p a ra l i n g u is t i c a l l y  and nonverbal ly as well  as l i n g u i s t i c a l l y  (Beach 
1972). The nature and impact o f  interpersonal distance has been em­
phasized across these d isc ip l in e s  under the broad heading o f  nonverbal 
communication. The concept o f  personal space has roots in the work o f  
e tho log is ts  who have studied the natural l i f e  and habits of  animals 
fo r  years (Altman 1975).
The present study was designed to invest igate the e f fec ts  age and 
sex have on personal space. The research to be reported in t h is  paper 
involved comparing spacing dif ferences in three and four year old 
chi ldren as compared to young adul ts , and also comparing spacing 
dif fe rences between males and females in each o f  those groups.
Another term fo r  personal distance is "proxemics". The term was 
coined by the anthropo log is t ,  Edward Ha l l ,  noted f o r  his  con tr ibu t ions 
to the inves t iga t ion  o f  t e r r i t o r i a l i t y , personal space and other 
behavioral aspects re la ted to proxemity. Proxemics is  concerned with
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the ways people arrange or pos i t ion themselves s p a t ia l l y .  Hall himself  
defines the term as the in te r re la ted  observations and theories o f  man's 
use o f  space as a specia l ized elaboration o f  cu l tu re - - th e  study o f  how 
people unconsciously s t ruc ture  the distance between themselves in 
conduct or da i ly  t ransact ion,  in l i v i n g  arrangements, and in the overa l l  
spacial patterns in t h e i r  towns and c i t i e s  (Hal l 1963).
Robert Sommer (1969) re f le c ts  two uses o f  the term "personal space" 
in his book by the same name: the f i r s t  refers to the "emotional ly 
charged zone around each person, sometimes described as a soap bubble 
or aura, which helps regulate the spacing o f  ind iv idua ls "  whi le the 
second refers  to the ways people mark out and personal ize the spaces 
they inhab i t ,  such as o f f i c e  arrangements or room decorations. The 
f i r s t  o f  these d e f in i t io n s  is the one th is  study w i l l  concern i t s e l f  w i th . 
Ervin Goffman refers  to th is  zone around each of  us as vehicular space, 
whi le Gerald M i l l e r  c a l l s  i t  our "psychic corset" .  This area is  marked 
out by in v i s ib le  boundaries which in truders may not v io la te  without 
arousing negative reactions in the person. "Like the porcupines in 
Schopenhauer's fab les,  people l i k e  to be close enough to obtain warmth 
and comradeship, but fa r  enough away to avoid pr ick ing  one another." 
(Sommer 1969).
Hall has speci f ied e ight  dimensions o f  personal space. These 
dimensions have to do wi th parts o f  the bosy ra ther than fee t  and inches 
to del ineate various distances between people. This is  i l l u s t r a t e d  on the 
next page by a f igu re  taken from H a l l ' s  work (Hall 1963).
Hall i d e n t i f i e s  cu l tu ra l  learning as a var iab le  tha t  has a bearing 
on personal space. The re a l iza t ion  tha t  people from varying cu l tu ra l
#1 w i th in  body contact distance
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#10 j u s t  outside body contact distance
#2 w i th in  easy touching distance with 
forearm
#20 j u s t  outside forearm distance 
("elbow room")
#3 w i th in  touching distance with arms 
extended
#30 j u s t  outside th is  distance
#4 w i th in  reaching distance
#40 j u s t  outside reaching distance
Figure 1. H a l l 's  Eight Dimensions o f  Personal Space
(Hall 1963)
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backgrounds learn to define and u t i l i z e  geographic space d i f f e r e n t l y  
occurred r e la t i v e l y  recent ly .  0. Michael Watson (1966) found th is  to 
be t rue in tes t ing  H a l l ' s  observations o f  Arab spacing as compared to 
American spacing. David Thomas also supported th is  in his study o f  
spacing with rural Indians and F i j ians  in 1974. C u l tu ra l l y  d i f fe re n t ia te d  
groups tend to prefer  d i f f e r e n t  spacial arrangements in social  i n t e r ­
act ion (Baxter 1970).
Experiments from such diverse realms as counseling sessions, fami ly  
in te rac t ions ,  classroom exchanges and business interviews have shown 
s ig n i f i c a n t  e f fe c ts ,  usual ly  negative, when personal space was invaded.
In a study on degree of  c l i e n t  comfort as a function o f  dyadic i n t e r ­
act ion distance, Knight (1976) found tha t  c l ie n ts  had a s p e c i f ic  l im i ted  
range in which they were most comfortable. In an e a r l i e r  study, Sommer 
and Fel ipe (1966) demonstrated that spacial invasions are d is rup t ive  and 
can produce reactions ranging from f l i g h t  to antagonist ic  d isp lay.
In an observational study, Baxter (1970) found tha t  both par t ic ipan ts  
in dyadic conversations con tr ibu te  to estab l ish ing and maintaining t h e i r  
desired spacial arrangement. He said tha t  observing the sub jects '  
in te rac t ions  led qu ick ly  to the impression tha t  the spacing process is  
i n t r i c a t e ,  wi th both part ies co n jo in t ly  def in ing the space. As soon as 
one member leaned too c lose, or too f a r  away, the other smoothly compen­
sated. Apparently, th is  spacing process proceeds outside awareness 
f o r  the most pa r t ,  and usual ly  operates smoothly and rap id ly .  In­
appropriate spacing may leave the par t ic ipan ts  viewing the encounter as 
qu i te  unsat is factory.
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B irdwh is te l l  (1970) has suggested tha t  awareness o f  c u l t u r a l l y  
defined patterns o f  informal space is  acquired ear ly  in l i f e ,  though 
the exact age has not yet been determined. Most research and theory 
in th is  area perta ins to adul t  forms of  proxemic behavior. Very l i t t l e  
has been done to speci fy  the age and processes by which proxemic behavior 
becomes establ ished (Beach 1974). Mark Knapp (197 ) hypothesizes tha t  
in ear ly  l i f e ,  words accompany touch u n t i l  the ch i ld  associates the two. 
Eventual ly, language la rge ly  replaces touch. As they do, in t imate close­
ness is  gradual ly  replaced by distance. This distance,  once establ ished 
and re in forced,  becomes personal space (Peregoy, 1978).
Previous researchers have noted tha t  interpersonal distance seems to 
increase wi th age, at  leas t  to young adulthood, regardless o f  cu l tu re  
(Baxter 1970, Argyle and Dean 1965). Various explanations have been 
of fered f o r  increases in interpersonal distance as ind iv idua ls  approach 
adulthood. Heshka (1972) suggests tha t  changes in dependency behavior 
occurs wi th increased matur i ty .  As the c h i ld  grows, cer ta in  types o f  
dependent behaviors are discouraged while independence is  encouraged. 
Increased s k i l l s  f a c i l i t a t e  mastery o f  the environment, which also re in ­
forces independent behavior. Perhaps more important ly ,  ch i ldren s t r i v e  
to immitate parents and teachers, who serve as cu l tu ra l  models fo r  
appropriate interpersonal spacing.
A study on ind iv idua l  consistency in the proxemic behaviors o f  pre­
school ch i ldren found support f o r  the idea tha t  personal space is  a 
r e la t i v e l y  stable ind iv idua l  ch a rac te r is t ic  which has i t s  roots qui te
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ear ly  in development (Eberts and Lepper 1975). While the data are not 
extensive,  they suggest tha t  the process o f  learning s e l f /o th e r  boundaries 
and contro ls begins ear ly  in the so c ia l iza t ion  process. By adolescence 
the personal space boundary system is  probably well establ ished 
(A1tman 1975).
Wil l iam Blum (1973) in a study of  comfortable interpersonal distance 
and locus of  control among selected groups in I s ra e l ,  rep l ica ted previous 
f ind ings re la t in g  the factors  o f  race and age to interpersonal distance. 
Evidence fo r  the capacity f o r  pos i t ive  change was obtained, p a r t i c u la r l y  
at  younger age leve ls .
Another fa c to r  re la ted to personal distance is sex. In modern 
soc ie ty ,  sex d i f ferences and perceived sex dif fe rences are con t inua l ly  
investigated (Tone 1976, McCroskey 1975). Guardo and Meisels (1971) 
compared boys and g i r l s  ages eight to s ix teen.  They found s ig n i f i c a n t  
male/female di f ferences at d i f f e re n t  age leve ls .  Jones and A ie l lo  (1973) 
found sex di f ferences in directness o f  o r ien ta t ion  and stated tha t  the 
d i f ferences seemed to be establ ished ra ther f i r m ly  somewhere w i th in  the 
elementary school years. These two studies w i l l  be examined more c lose ly  
in the next section of  th is  paper. Various sexual d i f ferences in per­
sonal spacing have been found, with females general ly  more at  ease in 
c loser circumstances than males (Simmons 1974, Ross 1973).
Further inves t iga t ion  o f  proxemic research would appear from these 
and numerous other studies to be necessary and qu i te  useful (Lyman 1967, 
L i t t l e  1965, Sherer 1974, Duke 1974). Many promising impl ica t ions can
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be id e n t i f i e d  fo r  areas such as interpersonal and in te rc u l tu ra l  communi­
cation, counsel ing, social processes and environmental design. Dai ly 
experiences in publ ic  bui ld ings and conveyances may well subject us to 
s t ressfu l  invasions o f  our personal space. Further knowledge o f  man's 
spatia l  requirements and understanding o f  our behavior is  urgently  
needed (Barash 1973).
Comparative Discussion of  Three Exemplary Studies 
This section of the l i t e r a t u r e  review w i l l  contain a b r ie f  ex­
planation o f  three studies tha t  had s ig n i f i c a n t  inf luence on the design 
and implementation of  t h i s  thes is .  The spe c i f ic  methodology and resu l ts  
o f  each study w i l l  be reported.
The f i r s t  study to be discussed was conducted by Jones and A ie l lo  
(1973), who have worked in the area o f  ch i ld ren 's  proxemic behavior fo r  
a number o f  years. This p a r t i c u la r  study compared spacing behaviors o f  
blacks and whites in three d i f fe re n t  grade leve ls .  Same-sex dyads were 
used, and the teachers were asked to pa i r  the ch i ldren wi th f r iends.
Two rater-observers were tra ined to judge distance wi th H a l l ' s  
distance de l ineat ions.  Chi ldren were brought in to  the room where the 
observers instructed them to decide upon t h e i r  mutual ly fa v o r i te  adver­
tisement and l a t e r  be ready to act i t  out. Every twenty seconds, the 
spacing and axis posi t ion o f  the dyad was judged.
Blacks were found to stand closer than whites in the e a r l i e r  grades, 
but th is  d if fe rence disappeared by the l a t e r  grades. Whites or iented 
themselves more d i r e c t l y  throughout, but the d i f fe rence was less in the 
l a te r  grades.
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In discussing the ro le  o f  space in social in te ra c t io n ,  Patterson 
(1978) points out tha t  methods o f  studying spacing behaviors tha t  most 
c lose ly  approximate the "real world" are the most ex te rna l ly  v a l id .
I t  is  apparent tha t  Jones and A ie l lo  took th is  in to  considerat ion in 
designing t h e i r  study. The judges resembled the students'  teachers in 
behavior and age. The students were en thus ias t ic  about t h e i r  task and 
did not seem at  a l l  in t imidated or suspicious. Males and females have 
been shown to d i f f e r  in proxemic behavior, so the authors'  took th is  
in to  considerat ion by using same sex dyads. Jones and A ie l lo  con tro l led  
fo r  po ten t ia l  e f fec ts  o f  varying degrees o f  acquaintedness by asking 
the teachers to pa i r  the ch i ldren wi th  f r iends .
Age, sex and race were a l l  considered in the study by Jones and 
A ie l l o ,  whi le in the present study, only age and sex were included. 
However, much o f  the methodology in designing th is  research was guided 
by the methodology, reasoning and var iab le i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  used by Jones 
and A ie l lo  and other s im i la r  inves t iga t ions .
One d i f fe rence between Jones' and A ie l l o ' s  study and the present 
study is in the area of  spacial measurement. Jones and A ie l lo  stated 
tha t  they used H a l l ' s  system o f  notat ion ra ther than fee t  and inches to 
a l le v ia te  the body size fa c to r  in spacing. In attempting to fo l low  th is  
pa t tern ,  a number o f  substantia l  problems arose. F i r s t ,  since the 
research involves very young ch i ldren whose arms are not in the same 
proport ions as adul ts , the arm length system is  not an equal measure 
across ages. One category denotes much more space than another category.
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The th i r d  problem involved t ra in in g  observers. Live dyads and video 
taped in te rac t ions  were employed to t r a in  observers. A r e l i a b i l i t y  
score o f  ,54 was the highest score achieved a f te r  three hours o f  t ra in in g .  
Because o f  these d i f f i c u l t i e s ,  i t  was determined tha t  fee t  and inches 
served as a more accurate and expedient form o f  measurement f o r  the 
purposes o f  the author's  research.
A study o f  adul t  proxemic behavior in an in terv iew se t t ing  was con­
ducted by McCroskey and Rosegrant in 1975. They used a to ta l  o f  240 
subjects , s ix ty  black males, s i x ty  white males, s i x t y  black females and 
s i x t y  white females. The confederate interv iewers represented each 
category.
Subjects were to ld  they were p a r t i c ip a t in g  in short p o l i t i c a l  i n t e r ­
views, and tha t  the in terv iewers were volunteer workers. The interviews 
only lasted about f i v e  minutes. The subjects were allowed to place 
t h e i r  chairs where they wanted to in re la t ionsh ip  to the in te rv iewer 's  
cha ir .  Measurement o f  the spacing was obtained by observing a taped 
g r id  on the f lo o r .
The taped gr id  used to measure spat ia l  behaviors in the study seemed 
a more accurate, concrete way o f  determining distance, so an adaptation 
o f  the g r id  procedure was used in the present study.
The resu l ts  o f  t h e i r  study indicated tha t  the sex o f  the in te rv iewer ,  
sex of  the sub ject ,  and race o f  the in terv iewer were a l l  s ig n i f i c a n t  in 
in f luenc ing proxemic behavior. Males general ly chose to place themselves 
fu r th e r  away, and black females placed themselves c losest o f  a l l .
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In a study o f  the fac to r  s t ruc ture  o f  ch i ld ren 's  personal space 
schemata, Guardo and Meisels (1971) found s ig n i f i c a n t  male/female and 
age d if fe rences.  They used a method where ch i ldren placed f igures 
together on paper according to various s i tua t ions  and re la t ionsh ips  that  
were described. Their resu l ts  corresponded w i th  a number o f  other 
stud ies, but t h e i r  methodology was not as re f l e c t i v e  o f  real l i f e  as the 
other studies discussed, and there fore ,  according to Patterson (1978), 
not as ex te rna l ly  va l id .
The authors found tha t  females in general had s ig n i f i c a n t l y  greater 
consistency o f  placement throughout, and were espec ia l ly  advanced in 
the e a r l i e r  grades as compared to males. They postulated that perhaps 
th is  may r e f l e c t  e a r l i e r  and greater s e n s i t i v i t y  to social condi t ion ing 
on the part o f  females. This idea w i l l  be fu r th e r  discussed la te r .
The authors d id not reveal t h e i r  reasoning f o r  not s ta r t in g  at 
kindergarten age ra ther than th i r d  grade. I t  seems tha t  three years in 
the school system would have equalized many di f ferences or heightened 
them. Since the study dea l t  with progressive changes over t ime, i t  
would seem appropriate to include why t h i s  p a r t i c u la r  age was chosen as 
the s ta r t in g  po in t .
These three studies discussed provided ins ig h t  and ideas to the 
designing and implementing o f  t h i s  thes is ,  both in t h e i r  strong points 
and also in t h e i r  weak or  unexplained areas. While numerous other studies 
were also included in th is  process, these seemed most representat ive.
n
General Hypotheses 
The in ten t ion  behind the design o f  the present study was not to 
cover new ground. The hypotheses have been derived from resu l ts  
obtained in many studies wi th strong s im i l a r i t i e s  to th i s  one. I t  is 
hoped tha t  the resu l ts  w i l l  shed l i g h t  on the degree o f  cu l tu ra l  
ass im i la t ion  o f  spacial norms achieved by three and four year old 
ch i ldren as compared to nineteen and twenty year old adul ts .  Sexual 
d i f ferences in proxemic behavior w i l l  be observed in each group also. 
The spe c i f ic  hypotheses are as fo l lows:
H-| Three and fou r  year old ch i ldren w i l l  in te rac t  
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c loser to each other than nineteen and 
twenty year olds.
H2 Female dyads w i l l  in te ra c t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more 
c lose ly  than male dyads.
As the l i t e r a t u r e  review reveals, these are expectat ions based 
on the resu l ts  o f  many studies which found s ig n i f i c a n t  d i f ferences in 
the hypothesized d i rec t ions .  The uniqueness o f  th i s  study l i e s  in the 
use o f  very young ch i ld ren ,  and in the d i re c t  comparison o f  ch i ldren 
to adul ts .
CHAPTER I I
RESEARCH DESIGN
No s ing le  research 
technique is  s u f f i c ie n t  
in scope to invest igate 
a complex, mult idimensional 
subject l i k e  proxemics.
--Edward Hall
The research study described here did not involve the manipulation 
o f  experimental var iab les. Rather, i t  involved observing proxemic 
behaviors of  subjects, and then s t a t i s t i c a l l y  comparing the dif ferences 
in behaviors between males and females and between pre-school and 
col lege students.
Sampling Procedure 
The subjects selected fo r  the present study were selected 
p r im a r i ly  because o f  the age groups they represented. Subjects in ­
cluded t h i r t y  male three and fou r  year olds, t h i r t y - s i x  female three 
and four year o lds, th i r t y - tw o  female col lege students and twenty- 
e igh t  male col lege students. The age o f  the col lege students varied from 
eighteen to the la te  twenties. Most researchers agree tha t  proxemic 
behavior is  r e la t i v e l y  stable in young and middle age adults (Altman 1975, 
Blum 1974, Mishara 1974), so i t  was not deemed necessary to ascerta in 




Pre-school d i rec to rs  in the Bozeman area were contacted by 
telephone and the general study and research needs were explained. I f  
the d i re c to r  f e l t  w i l l i n g  to consider the involvement o f  his  or her 
pre-school, then an appointment v/as made to fu r th e r  exp la in the present 
study. None o f  the pre-schools contacted refused to be involved, so 
fou r  were selected because o f  the fo l low ing  cha rac te r is t ics :
1 - an empty, comfortable room ava i lable f o r  the
observations;
2 - a large number o f  ch i ldren from varied
backgrounds attended the school ;
3 - scheduling was f l e x ib le  enough to al low the
research p ro jec t  to be included without
d is rup t ing  the routine.
The ins t ruc to rs  a t  the pre-schools were br ie fed on the study before 
the actual observations took place. They were asked to exclude any 
c h i ld  who had reached his or her f i f t h  b i r thday. They were asked to 
send the ch i ldren who q u a l i f ie d  in to  the observation room in same-sex 
dyads. Same-sex dyads were used throughout the study, as i t  would have 
required a much la rger  sample to make adequate comparisons o f  mixed-sex 
dyads to male dyads and female dyads.
Another in te rac tan t  cha rac te r is t ic  (Watson 1972) tha t  has a bearing 
on proxemic behavior is  the degree o f  acquaintance o f  the pa r t ic ipa n ts .  
For th is  reason, the ins t ruc to rs  were asked to pa i r  the ch i ld ren with 
partners who were compatible and re la t i v e l y  well -acquainted, though not
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best f r iends .  Since i t  would be extremely d i f f i c u l t  to assess the 
degree o f  fr iendsh ip  much more c lose ly  than t h i s ,  the enactment o f  
those ins t ruc t ions  was l e f t  completely to the in s t ru c to r 's  d isc re t ion .
The col lege students were selected from students enro l led in an 
In t roductory Speech Communication class in Bozeman. The class was 
structured so tha t  the students had been working in small groups 
together fo r  e ight  weeks p r io r  to t h e i r  involvement in t h is  study. The 
ins t ruc to rs  sent the students to the observation room in same-sex 
dyads, but the students themselves chose t h e i r  own partners. I t  was 
assumed tha t  students would p a i r  themselves with acquaintances from the 
class wi th whom they f e l t  at least  some degree o f  c o m p a t ib i l i t y .
In previous studies (W i l l i s  1966, Heshka and Nelson 1972) the 
degree o f  acquaintance and i t s  e f fec ts  on proxemic behavior was measured 
in terms o f  strangers, acquaintances and close f r iends .  The primary 
focus o f  the present research is upon sex and age dif fe rences as they 
e f fe c t  proxemic behavior. The classroom environment has people tha t  
would la rge ly  f a l l  in the acquaintance category, so the subjects used 
were ne i ther  strangers nor best f r iends.  This control seemed s u f f i c i e n t  
because i t  is  the two extremes, i . e .  in t imate f r iends and strangers,  
tha t  y ie ld  s ig n i f i c a n t  proxemic dif ferences when compared ra ther  than 
the broad acquaintance category.
Data Col lect ion
Observations were conducted over a three week period in the months 
of  February and March, 1979. Trained volunteers who were unknown to the
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subjects col lected the observational data. The sex o f  the observers 
was kept constant so tha t  th is  would not be a var iab le ,  as a much la rger  
sample would have been needed to include the sex o f  the observer in the 
study.
The volunteer observers were required to attend fou r  t ra in in g  
sessions before beginning the actual observations. Video-taped i n t e r ­
actions o f  both ch i ldren and adults were used i n i t i a l l y .  In larger sessions, 
l i v e  dyads were used. The l a s t  f i v e  in te rac t ions  were scored to tes t  
i n t e r - r a te r  r e l i a b i l i t y .  The scores ranged from .95 to .97 wi th an 
average o f  .95.
A time in te rva l  o f  twenty seconds between proxemic judgments was 
used. This time in te rva l  corresponds wi th tha t  used in numerous other 
proxemic studies (Jones and A ie l lo  1973). Observers used prepared data 
sheets (see appendix C) to record the distance each twenty seconds.
Readings were taken f o r  a maximum o f  f i v e  minutes. Any dyads tha t  com­
pleted t h e i r  viewing in less than three minutes were not considered.
The task devised fo r  subjects to engage in while proxemic behaviors 
were observed was d i f f i c u l t  to decide upon. I t  had to be one tha t  would 
in te res t  a wide span o f  ages, and st imulate  each to remain involved fo r  
at leas t  f i v e  minutes. I t  also had to be a mobile a c t i v i t y ,  since f i v e  
locations were used. Baxter (1970) conducted an observational study at 
a large zoo. Viewing animals or other objects o f  common in te res t  seems 
to have universal appeal, so i t  was decided to have some form o f  a r t  
ob ject to ask dyads to view.
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The a r t  ob ject chosen was a so f t -scu lp tu re  q u i l t .  I t  had numerous 
detachable parts and scenes. I t  was stretched on a frame and placed 
at  eye-level on a table fo r  each group.
As stated before, the room size was kept as constant as possible. 
The set up and observational angles were also c a re fu l l y  kept constant 
(see graph #1 below).
otoo'.-’.rver
The judgment o f  the distance between the subjects was made by the 
use o f  a large carpet placed in f ro n t  o f  the q u i l t .  Other pieces o f  
the same carpet were placed in other areas o f  the room to d i s t r a c t  from 
the real purpose o f  the carpet. The carpet had s ix  inch squares on i t  
tha t  the observers could eas i ly  count. The number o f  squares apart 
the subjects were standing was recorded. Half-squares were the smallest 
un i t  used, which was the equivalent o f  three inches. The use of
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markings on the f lo o r  was also used in other proxemic studies 
(McCroskey and Rosegrant 1975). I t  provides a r e l i a b le ,  eas i ly  
discernable way to assess spacing.
The subjects were informed p r io r  to t h e i r  involvement tha t  the 
pro jec t  involved viewing an a r t  ob ject and reaching a consensus on 
descr ip t ive  words about tha t  a r t  ob ject.  The subjects were met at  the 
door by the observers, who worked in pa i rs .  The observers then to ld  
the subjects a paraphrased version o f  the fo l low ing :
"Hello. Thank you f o r  being w i l l i n g  to view our a r t  p ro jec t .  We 
are members o f  a group o f  a r t  and communication students and are w r i t in g  
a paper on people's reactions to a q u i l t  we made. Please look the q u i l t  
over f o r  the next f i v e  minutes, and then we w i l l  ask you fo r  some words 
to describe how you feel about the q u i l t .  Don't  worry about the time.
We w i l l  t e l l  you when the time is up."
A f te r  th is  in t roduc t ion ,  the subjects walked over to  the q u i l t  and 
began viewing i t .  The observers seated themselves and began t iming.
One observer t imed, and the other recorded the proxemic placement at  
each twenty second in te rv a l .  Neither the pre-schoolers nor the col lege 
students raised any questions or ob ject ions. I t  seemed to be an appealing 
task and bel ievable endeavor fo r  each group.
The two hypotheses, (1) tha t  the younger ch i ldren would in te rac t  
s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c loser than the adu l ts ,  and (2) tha t  females would i n t e r ­
act s i g n i f i c a n t l y  c loser than males, were not known by the observers.
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S ta t i s t i c a l  Analysis
A m u lt ip le  analysis o f  variance was employed in th is  study. 
Analysis was performed on the dependent measure o f  proxemic behavior 
as determined by the number o f  squares recorded by the observers fo r  
each dyad.
S ta t i s t i c a l  analysis o f  mean scores of  the spacing distance o f  
each designated group were compared with the m u l t ip le  analysis o f  
variance. The purpose o f  th is  tes t  was to determine i f  any s ig n i f i c a n t  
variance between the designated groups--three and four year olds wi th 
young adul ts ,  and males with females--could be id e n t i f i e d .
An analysis o f  variance comparing the mean distance score fo r  
each group at each twenty second in te rva l  was also run. The purpose 
o f  th is  was to obtain descr ip t ive  data on the general pattern o f  move­
ment throughout the f i v e  minute observation.
CHAPTER I I I  
RESULTS
This chapter reports the s t a t i s t i c a l  analyses of  the data 
co l lected.  The .05 level o f  s ign if icance was required and is  reported. 
As stated e a r l i e r ,  the purpose o f  the study was to assess some o f  the 
effects  of  age and sex on proxemic behavior. Therefore, the spec i f ic  
object ives involved were to :  (1) measure the variance between three
and four year old spacing choices and young adul t spacing choices, and 
(2) measure the variance o f  spacing choices between males and females 
in each age group.
Analyses o f  variance as displayed in the fo l lowing tables, revealed 
a s ig n i f ic a n t  main e f fe c t  fo r  age and a s ig n i f i c a n t  in te rac t ion  e f fec t  
between age and sex. No s ig n i f ic a n t  e f fec t  fo r  sex was found.
Hypothesis #1: Three and four year old chi ldren w i l l
in te rac t  s ig n i f i c a n t l y  closer to each other than young
adults.
TABLE 1
Effects o f  Age on Spacing Choices
Source SS df MS F
Age 1228.9 1228.9 16.965*
*s ig n i f i c a n t  at .05 le v e l ,  F (1, 60) = 4.00
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Hypothesis #2: Female dyads w i l l  in te rac t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y
c loser  to each other than male dyads.
TABLE 2











*not s ig n i f i c a n t  at .05 le v e l ,  F (1, 60) = 4.00
TABLE 3
In te rac t ion  Ef fect  of Age and Sex on Spacing Choice
Source SS





* s ig n i f i c a n t  at .05 le v e l ,  F (1, 62) = 4.00
Table 1 indicates a s ig n i f i c a n t  F-value fo r  the var iab le  o f  age. 
Table 2, however, reveals no s ig n i f i c a n t  e f f e c t .  The amount o f  variance 
accounted f o r  by the sex fac to r  was no greater than tha t  occurring by 
chance, so the nul l  hypothesis can not be re jected. Possible reasons fo r  
th is  f ind ing w i l l  be discussed in the fo l low ing chapter.
.21
Table 3 reveals a s ig n i f i c a n t  in te rac t ion  e f fe c t  between age and 




Figure 2. E f fec t  o f  Sex and Age
The computed mean (X) score representing the average number o f  
s ix - inch  blocks between members o f  the dyads in each group are displayed 
in Table 4.
TABLE 4
Mean (X) Score Values f o r  Each Group 
Age Female Male




1.00 = 6 inches
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As is  apparent from the tab le ,  pre-school males had an average 
distance between them o f  .97 o f  one block, or 5.9 inches, whi le young 
adu l t  males averaged 2.38 blocks or 14.4 inches. The females from each 
group f e l l  between these two extremes. Pre-school females averaged 
1.34 blocks or 7.8 inches, and young adu l t  females averaged 1.78 blocks 
o r  10.8 inches.
Addi t ional  Descript ive Data
The computed mean (X) scores (1.0 = 6 inches) f o r  each group at 
each twenty second in te rva l  are shown in the table and f igu re  tha t  
fo l low .
TABLE 5
Mean (X) Scores at Twenty Second In te rva ls  fo r  Each Group
Time In terval 20 40 60 20 40 60 20 40 60 20 40 60 201 40 60
Pre-school 




male (N=15) 1.2 1.2 .7 .8 1.2 .9 .9 .6 1 .2 .9 .6 .9 1.2 1.0 1 .4
Young Adult
female (N=16) 1.6 1.7 1.5 1.7 1 .6 1.6 1.5 1.6 1.5 1 .8 1 .9 2.1 2.1 2 -.1 2.2
Young Adult
male (N=14) 2.3 1.6 1.9 2.1 2.2 2.61 2.4 2.4 2.5 2.2 2 ; 2„ 2.4 2.6 2.6 2.7
1.00 = 6 inches
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Time is based on 20 second in te rva ls  from Cl to 5̂ minutes.
X = young adul t  males   = pre-school female
0 = young adul t females   = pre-school male
Figure 3. I l l u s t r a t i o n  o f  Mean (X) Scores at Twenty Second 




This study was designed to expand the boundaries o f  numerous 
research studies already conducted in much the same areas. There are 
two ways in which th is  study has expanded the area cu r ren t ly  covered by 
research: d i re c t  comparison across a d u l t - c h i ld  ba r r ie rs  and the use
of  younger ch i ldren than the author found reported used in any studies 
located in a r e la t i v e l y  extensive l i t e r a t u r e  review.
A number o f  researchers have investigated spacing patterns through 
progressive grades in school (Guardo and Meisels 1971, A ie l lo  and Jones, 
1973, Altman 1975). Their resu l ts  have shown tha t  o lder  ch i ldren space 
themselves fu r th e r  apart in in te rac t ions .  By comparing very young 
ch i ldren d i r e c t l y  to young adu l ts ,  f u r th e r  c lea r  support was given to 
these f ind ings .  In e f f e c t ,  the present study took the f a r  ends o f  the 
progressive age levels o f  the past research and compared them, f in d in g ,  
as hypothesized, tha t  age has a s ig n i f i c a n t  e f f e c t  on spacing. The 
s ign i f icance found has to take in to  considerat ion the s ig n i f i c a n t  i n t e r ­
act ion e f fe c t .  Males varied much more than females (see Fig. 2).
Research has also shown more stab le spacing patterns in females 
than males at any given age (Eberts and Lepper 1975). The present 
research found less variance between pre-school females and young adul t
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females than between pre-school males and young adul t  males. This 
would perhaps suggest tha t  three and four year o ld females are s ta r t in g  
to space themselves more l i k e  t h e i r  adu l t  counterparts than three and 
fou r  year o ld  males. I t  has been suggested tha t  the reason f o r  th is  
e a r l i e r  s ta b i l i z a t io n  o f  female spacing resu l ts  from an e a r l i e r  
t ra in in g  process fo r  females in our c u l tu re ,  or perhaps e a r l i e r  re cep t i ­
v i t y  on the part o f  the female to an overa l l  t ra in ing  process in 
appropriate spacing in the given cu l tu re  (Altman 1975).
I t  seems probable tha t  the in te rac t ion  e f f e c t  found in the data 
analysis  in th is  study should be considered f o r  i t s  e f fec ts  on the other 
f ind ings .  Pre-school males stood the c losest o f  any o f  the dyad groups 
involved, whi le the adu l t  males stood fu r th e s t  apart.  Adult females 
stood c loser  than adu l t  males, which rep l ica tes  f ind ings from numerous 
other studies (McCroskey 1975, Simmons 1974). However, pre-school 
females placed themselves fu r th e r  apart than pre-school males. This 
resul ted in the male/female var iable in the present study to be non­
s ig n i f i c a n t ,  which is an uncommon f ind ing  in previous proxemic studies.
To the author's  knowledge, the subjects in the pre-school group 
were younger than most o f  the ch i ldren studied in proxemic research to 
date. While preparing fo r  the research, pre-school d i rec to rs  were 
interviewed fo r  t h e i r  opinion on a c u t - o f f  po int in terms o f  age fo r  the 
pre-school subjects. The d i rec to rs  agreed tha t  there was a marked 
d i f fe rence between three and fou r  year o ld  males and most f i v e  year o ld 
males. In the d i re c to r 's  opin ions, f i v e  was a noticeable turn ing point
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fo r  males in terms o f  touching and approachabi l i ty . While three and 
fou r  year olds would of ten s i t  on the in s t r u c to r ' s  lap or hold hands 
w i th  other three and fou r  year olds, these behaviors mostly disappeared 
by f i v e ,  according to the d i rec to rs .
The e a r l i e r  social  development o f  females (Eberts and Lepper 1975) 
may account f o r  the smaller d i f ference found between the pre-school 
female and the adul t  females. Even by the ages o f  three and fou r ,  
females have begun to space themselves according to the guidel ines 
considered appropriate in t h e i r  cu l tu re .  A l i t t l e  l a t e r ,  around f i v e  
or s ix ,  t h i s  s oc ia l iza t ion  process begins to develop in males (A ie l lo  
and Jones 1973), and eventual ly  teaches males to in te ra c t  even fu r th e r  
apart than adul t  females, as supported in the present study.
Imp!icat ions
Methodological Considerations
There are a number o f  possible changes and improvements tha t  seem 
re levant to mention. A la rger  ce l l  size fo r  each category would al low 
f o r  more general ized in te rp re ta t io n  o f  the re s u l t s ,  as would randomization 
of  subjects.
While observer r e l i a b i l i t y  was high f o r  the present research, video­
audio taping would have yie lded much more information than is  possible 
in a one-time observational set-up. Factors such as amount o f  conver­
sation and instances o f  actual touch, could have been taken in to  con­
s ide ra t ion ,  al lowing fo r  the measurement o f  in te rac t ions  among a number 
o f  dependent var iables simultaneously.
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The use o f  an a r t  ob ject as a st imulus, turned out to be a very 
sa t is fa c to ry  a c t i v i t y ,  in terms o f  general appeal. However, the resu l ts  
have to be in terpreted in terms o f  tha t  spec i f ic  a c t i v i t y .  The subjects 
were d i re c t ing  t h e i r  a t ten t ion  to an object ra ther than to each other. 
Most of  the subjects touched the a r t  object  and conversed about i t .  The 
resu l ts  seem to be appropr ia te ly  r e f l e c t i v e  o f  proxemic behaviors while 
dyads engage in watching or doing something together side by side.
P la in ly  marked carpeting seemed to be a re l ia b le  method o f  measuring 
space between subjects ( i n t e r - r a t e r  r e l i a b i l i t y ,  r  = .95). The observers 
judged by counting the number o f  squares between the inside foo t  o f  each 
subject. Most o f  the t ime, th is  was an accurate measure o f  trunk 
placement, but not always. In a few instances, the observers noted 
extreme leaning behavior on the part o f  the subjects, so the main parts 
o f  t h e i r  bodies were ac tua l ly  a d i f f e r e n t  distance than the fe e t -  
measure ind icated. This is  one problem area tha t  videotaping could 
a l l e v ia te ,  by al lowing the researcher to stop the f i lm  la te r  and estimate 
true trunk spacing.
The observations took place in d i f f e r e n t  rooms fo r  d i f f e re n t  groups 
o f  subjects. Although th is  has some obvious control disadvantages, i t  
seemed expedient to conduct the observations in a room tha t  would.be 
fa m i l i a r  f o r  the pre-schoolers. Otherwise, the newness o f  the se t t ing  
may hold the potent ia l  o f  creating shyness in the ch i ld ren.  The usual 
c l ing ing  behavior tha t  could re su l t  would have marked e f fec ts  on the 
study. As i t  was, the ch i ldren par t ic ipa ted eagerly, wi th no sign o f  
shyness or reluctance to be involved.
28
Possible Direct ions fo r  Further Research
I t  seems possible tha t  the present research has located a cruc ia l  
age fo r  males in terms o f  changes in spacing behaviors toward adul t 
norms. Replicat ion of  research with th is  age group and s l i g h t l y  younger 
and older groups could p o te n t ia l l y  uncover t ra n s i t io n a l  trends in females 
and more c le a r ly  document proxemic changes in males.
The development and s o l i d i f y in g  o f  proxemic norms are at  t h i s  po in t ,  
incompletely located and understood. The present study deal t  with 
three and four year olds as compared to young adul ts . Further studies 
using intermediate ages and perhaps even extending the boundaries in 
e i th e r  d i re c t ion  could y ie ld  greater ins igh t  in to  the acqu is i t ion  o f  
spat ia l  norms.
Another fac to r  tha t  should be considered in looking at the resu l ts  
o f  the present study is  tha t  a l l  o f  the chi ldren observed attended a 
pre-school. Many three and four year old ch i ldren do not attend preschool. 
Perhaps, the soc ia l iza t io n  process invo lv ing spacing norms may be 
developed d i f f e r e n t l y  by attending pre-school and being exposed to other 
ch i ldren o f  varying ages. Schools may de-emphasize male/female 
d i f fe rences,  thus p o te n t ia l l y  causing less s ig n i f i c a n t  spacing dif fe rences 
between males and females. I t  is  d i f f i c u l t  to pred ic t  the d i rec t ion  
o f  the e f fe c t  pre-school attendance would have on the s ign i f icance o f  
age on spacing behaviors; however, the author fee ls  tha t  studys in th is  
area would add needed dimensions to the current knowledge o f  spatia l  
norm a c q u is i t i o n .
CHAPTER V 
SUMMARY
I t  was the in ten t  o f  th is  study to measure the e f fec ts  o f  age and 
sex on spat ia l  choices in same-sex dyads. T h i r t y - s i x  three and four 
year old females, t h i r t y  three and four year old males, th i r t y - tw o  
young adul t females and twenty-e ight  young adul t males were observed 
in same-sex dyads.
Each dyad was asked to view an a r t  ob ject f o r  f i v e  minutes in 
order to give t h e i r  opinion o f  i t  a t  the end o f  the viewing. Two tra ined 
observers recorded the spat ia l  behavior of  the dyads by counting the 
number o f  s ix - inch  squares the two stood apart.  The squares were marked 
on a large carpet placed in the room. The judgments on distance were made 
every twenty seconds throughout the f i v e  minute observation.
I t  was hypothesized tha t :  (1) The three and four year olds would
in te ra c t  s i g n i f i c a n t l y  more c lose ly  than the young adu l ts ;  and (2) the 
females would in te ra c t  s ig n i f i c a n t l y  more c lose ly  than the males.
A mu lt ip le  analysis o f  variance was used to determine the e f fe c ts .  
The f ind ings o f  th is  study may be summarized as fo l lows:
(A) Three and four year old subjects in te racted s ig n i f i c a n t l y  
more c lose ly  than young adu l t  subjects engaged in the 
same a c t i v i t y  f o r  f i ve  minutes.
(B) Female subjects did not in te rac t  s ig n i f i c a n t l y  more 
c lose ly  than male subjects engaged in the same a c t i v i t y  
f o r  f i v e  minutes.
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(C) A s ig n i f i c a n t  in te rac t ion  e f fe c t  occurred between the 
e f fec ts  o f  age and sex, wi th three and four year old 
male subjects in te rac t ing  more c lose ly  than three and 
four year old females, but young adul t  female subjects 
in te rac t ing  more c lose ly  than young adul t male 
subjects.
The resu l ts  in A concur wi th previous research, whi le B and C may 
shed l i g h t  on spatial-norm acqu is i t ion .
I t  was suggested tha t  fu r th e r  research look at even young age levels 
and include a progressive look from the e a r l i e s t  possible ages through 
young adulthood.
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